* ACTING OUT i,

Led by a local college professor, a group of inmates learns
Julius Caesar from the ground up. By the time the play is staged,
the lessons have reached beyond the script.
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he makeshift stage isn't exactly

professional—just a cleared out

area of what appears to be a break

room. No microphones amplify
sound, so when the occasional actor’s voice
gets wispy, the words are lost. And the chairs,
made of unbreakable plastic, aren't meant for a
two-and-a-half hour Shakespeare performance
without intermission.

Still, it's impossible not to be riveted. Even
an annoying glare of sun through the window
doesn’t distract the audience—people simply

—shift in-their seats or use their hands to shield
their eyes. When Arthur Boose, as Caesar, tries
to stagger away from the angry mob of conspira-
tors toward Haisan Williams' Brutus, only to be
stabbed yet again, his anguish and betrayal hush
the theater. It seems so real that goosebumps are
visible on the arms of the audience.

No one quite captures the totality of the
human experience like Shakespeare. And no
acting troupe can quite express that experience
like the Muddy Flower Theatre Troupe. It isnt
just the contrast between the actors’ profession-
alism and the amateurish staging, It’s that the
actors, when not on stage, are prisoners at the
medium-security Racine Correctional Institu-
tion, and they're serving a variety of sentences,
from murder and sexual assault to armed rob-
bery and arson.

This is a glimpse into one year of the
program.

ACT ONE
Casting

Each inmate who participates in the program
must audition for his part or parts. “The roles
find the actors,” says Dr. Jonathan Shailor,
founder and director of The Shakespeare Proj-
ect and associate professor of communication at
the University of Wisconsin-Parkside.

Shailor sports a trim beard and a fit phy-
sique. He isn't tall, but he is commanding—a
radio-quality voice, a dynamic persona—and on
first glance appears to be maybe 30, 35 years old,
tops. But his direct, intelligent eyes convey an
older sense of wisdom. At the start of rehearsals

in September 2007, Shailor was 50; by the end
performance, he had turned 51, and he and his
wife were expecting their first child.

“One of the inmates was surprised to learn
of my age, and he told me, ‘It’s just that you
have all this energy,” Shailor says. “It was one
of those teachable moments, and [ told him,
"‘Where do you think I get all this energy from?
It’s from having meaning and purpose and love
and joy in my life, and I see it [that possibility]
in them.” ;

Since the program began in 2004, vet-
erans have returned and new inmates have
begun the process of learning the language
and then learning to perform in it. Each nine-
month cycle culminates in three performanc-
es—two for inmates, one for invited members
of the public. This year's cast begins with 19
participants, but Shailor expects some natural
attrition.

Guests walk'fo the inmates!

performance of Julius

Caesar df the Racine
CorrectionaliInsfitufion:

Opposite page: In the
prison library, men rehearse
the scene of Caesar’s slay-
ing using foam “weapons.”
Arthur Boose performs the
role of a fallen Caesar.
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In previous years, some inmates have balked
at the commitment of five hours of practice
each week. Others are lost involuntarily—
through pre-release programs or transfer to
other institutions. Still others are removed due
to infractions. The first year, during rehearsals
of King Lear, the inmate who played the Fool
was placed in segregation (solitary confinement)
because he laughed at a guard who tripped
and fell in the yard. In 2006, another inmate
was disciplined after he harassed a female
college student who was volunteering with
the program. “He kept trying to get her phone
number, and she was shaken by it,” Shailor says.
“I had to report it, and he was taken away from
rehearsal in handcuffs. The other inmates in
the program were extremely angry about his
actions, and one inmate even wrote a letter
of apology to all the college students who had
been volunteering.”

This year’s play is Julius Caesar. For the four
key roles, Shailor has cast Haisan Williams as
Brutus, Danny Thomas as Cassius, Megale Tay-
lor as Marc Antony, and Arthur Boose as Cae-
sar. Williams and Taylor are returning veterans;
Thomas and Boose are untested newcomers.

Taylor, who is incarcerated for drug dealing,
lobbied hard for the role of Antony. “He latched
onto the role last spring, right after we decided
on the play,” Shailor says. Previously, Taylor had
played more comedic roles, but this easygoing,
affable man with a penetrating gaze proved
himself during tryouts.

Williams, who once made the front page of
the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel after saving the
life of another inmate because he knew CPR
and the guards didn't, emerged easily as Brutus.
“Haisan’s a force of nature,” Shailor says. Incar
cerated for a slew of offenses, including armed
robbery, second degree sexual assault of a child,
and arson, Williams is the de facto leader of the
Muddy Flower Troupe. A tall man with neat,
long hair and a serious expression, Williams
exudes a quiet charisma. “] take full responsi-
bility for the things | have done,” he says. He
regularly encourages his fellow cast mates, but
he's not afraid to speak up if he thinks they're
not working hard enough.

While Williams looks fellow cast members
and visitors in the eye, Boose looks down on
people with a hard, haughty gaze. Muscular,
strong, and easily the tallest man in the room,
Boose embodies the physicality of the Roman
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emperor he plays, but he seems a bit uneasy with
his lines. Incarcerated for a variety of burglary
and armed robbery counts, Boose is quiet unless
running through his part.

Thomas, imprisoned for burglary, bail
jumping, and other offenses, already has some
of Cassius’s lines memorized, even during the
first rehearsals. His deliberate voice carries, and
when he speaks, his cast mates seem to listen.
“He's a natural,” Shailor says.

ACT TWO
Beginning Rehearsals

Rehearsals take place in the prison library
which, with its inspirational posters, seems to
belong in a high school. It actually was the
former library for St. Bonaventure Preparatory
School, which closed in the 1980s and was later
converted to a prison. Under Shailor’s directive,
the men push the tables to the side of the room
and organize the chairs in a circle.

Before each rehearsal, Shailor makes an-
nouncements and outlines the agenda for the
night. This night’s work includes exploring the
world of ancient Rome and working on the first
two scenes in Act 1. “There are people who are
enamored of Caesar, but there are others who
feel he’s taken on too much power,” Shailor
explains. Policing the historical city are the tri-
bunes, or ancient police force, and in this scene

Flavius and Marullus break up a gathering.

To prepare for their “police work,” Shailor
lets the men improvise. As they gather in
groups of two or three around the room, he
encourages them to use “big gestures and big
voices,” before Scott Broker, who plays Marul-
lus, and Len Robinson, who plays Flavius, break
them up. Broker, who was convicted of second
degree sexual assault of a child, and Robinson,
who was convicted of delivering cocaine, ten-
tatively approach the various groups, ordering
them to move along.

After the improvisation finishes, Shailor
reviews what went right and what went wrong,
and the men critique each other. “This is




important because we rise or fall together,” Wil-
liams says. “It’s all in our best interests for Scott
and Len to come across [strong].”

Shailor then moves the men into working
through a scene. Boose stumbles over the line
“I spurn thee like a cur” He's not alone—many
of the men struggle with their lines. But others,
like Thomas and Williams, nail each word.
“You have to be practicing those lines,” Thomas
admonishes.

Donald Hurlbut, a fouryear veteran who was
convicted of first degree sexual assault, gently
advises the men that it takes time to under-
stand Shakespeare. “The first year, it was like a
foreign language to me,” Hurlbut says. “It’s hard
to memorize your lines if you don’t understand
what you mean.”

Williams then jumps in, admonishing his
cast mates to practice on their own time. “We
shouldn't use Dr. Shailor’s time to memorize
our lines,” Williams says. “You should be going
through your lines every day on your own.”

ACT THREE

Winter Rehearsals,
Distinguished Guests

“Shakespeare inspires people to reach for this
higher level of excellence,” Shailor says. “The
difficulty brings something out of the men, and
the stories are so good. It pulls us through, and
it pulls us together. The longer we work with
the play, the more we feel compelled to finish
it

Helping the men reach for this excellence
are the visitors Shailor brings through the
barbed wire barriers. He has three professionals
who are credited as assistant directors, each of
them working with the men on different aspects
of their performance.

Lisa Kornetsky, theatre professor at Uni-
versity of Wisconsin-Parkside, specializes in
voice. Jacque Troy, education director for the
Milwaukee Chamber Theatre, helps with move-
ment. And Richard Hedderman, a member of
the society of American Fight Directors and
instructor at the University of Wisconsin-Mil-
waukee, is the stage combat expert.

There are other consultants: Andrew
McLean, professor emeritus of English at the
University of Wisconsin-Parkside, helps the
men interpret the play, and Baron Kelly, as-
sistant theatre professor at Chapman University

AFTER 3 YEARS, SHAKESPEARE PROJECT AT AN END

t the start of the Julius Caesar rehears-

als, The Shakespeare Project was one

of perhaps a dozen prison theater
programs in the country, and one of less than
a handful focusing on Shakespeare. Center
stage, backstage and between the lines was
Dr. Jonathan “Dac” Shailor, founder/direc-
for of the project and associate professor of
communication at University of Wisconsin-
Parkside.

"Without Dr. Shailor, we couldn't do it,”
said Warden Robert Humphreys, interviewed
about the project last September.

Months later, Shailor learned that he and
his wife were expecting a baby. To adjust to
his new role as a dad, he restructured The
Shakespeare Project to spread responsibilifies
among himself and four others. The four had
already assisted Shailor on Julius Caesar and
other productions.

But after the program'’s annual review,
officials at the Racine Correctional Institution
decided not fo invite Shakespeare back.

“It is pretty ambitious to have a team of
five working on a project, but | was hoping
he'd go for it," said Shailor.

Asked about the decision, Humphreys
said Shailor's reduced parficipation was a
factor, though not the only one. The theater
program could not reach as many inmates as
other programs could. And with dollars get-
ting tighter every year, the correctional facil-
ity “is probably better served to put finances
and resources into some other program.”

Shailor is one of about 150 volunteers
at Racine Correctional Institution, @ medium-
security facility. The Shakespeare Project is

among more than a dozen educational, voca-

fional, and therapeutic programs for inmates.

Shailor first began working with prisoners
in 1995, teaching a theatrical class. He was
led to Shakespeare after lunch with Agnes
Wilcox, founder and artistic director of the
Prison Performing Arts program in St. Louis.
They were both at an academic conference.
“| was inspired by her efforts staging Hamlet
with inmates,” Shailor recalls.

Of the 1,900 or so inmate population at
Racine, 700 to 800 are released every year.
“The bottom line is about half of our popula-
fion re-enters the community annually,” Hum-
phreys says. “This insfitution does a whole lot
of work in re-infegration and re-entry."

Central to the nine-month-long Shake-
speare project experience are conflict resolu-
tion and creative expression. The idea is fo

address issues through the process of putting
on a play. When inmates have problems
with one another during rehearsals, for
example, they must work them out through
conflict resolution circles. “We've had some
tense moments, but we've never had a fight
break out,” Shailor says.

There were rules for inmates interested
in joining the Muddy Flower Theatre Troupe
(the name is a reference fo the lotus, a flower
that can bloom in muddy swamps and is a
symbol of growth foward enlightenment]. All
participants were required to have at least
an 8th grade reading level and no major
infractions within 90 days of starfing the
program. They had to commit fo five hours of
rehearsals every week, write in journals, and
cooperate with each other.

Most of the time, Shailor had no idea
what his acfors were serving fime for. I don't
dwell on that stuff,” he said. “It's not what
The Shakespeare Project is about. The point
is that regardless of what they have done,
these men are worthy human beings with the
opportunity to develop themselves.”

Humphreys said he wouldn't rule out the
possibility of someday revisifing the idea of
a prison theater program. And Shailor has
no intention of letting the idea drop, saying,
“| hope the warden will engage me in a lon-
ger discussion about arfs and corrections.”

He continued: ‘I am just absolutely com-
mitted fo promoting acting and arts in cor-
rectional seffings as a way fo give inmates
educational opportunifies that will make our
communities safer, that will make re-entry
and reintegration more successful.”

JH.

SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2008 | 35

wisconsintrails.com



Now performing in
front of an audience,
Caesar (Boose)
embraces his wife
Calphurnia (Scott
Broker). Below:
Wearing red gloves
to symbolized
bloodied hands,

the conspirators look
on as Marc Anthony
(Megale Taylor)
grieves over the
body of Julius
Caesar (Boose).
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and a professional Shakespeare actor, is an
acting coach.

At this point, lines are more or less memo-
rized, but staging is imprecise. On one cold
evening, Hedderman is teaching the men how
to fall and die on stage. He shows them how
to position their legs and bodies, how to keep
themselves safe. “It may feel a little weird, but
once it feels safe, you can get into that acting
moment,” Hedderman says.

Boose learns to fall backwards. Then, after
several tries, Shailor has him die, but this time
while reciting lines and looking at Williams,
who as Brutus is the last to stab him. “Then fall
Caesar,” Boose says, falling backwards.

Shailor has him do it again. “Say it intimate.
[ want your humanity and your love to come
through. Get all those lines out and-then fall,” .
Shailor directs.

Boose practices falling, saying his lines and
walking toward Williams, who then stabs him.
After one take, Larry Olson interjects, “Help
me Obi-wan Kenobi, you're my only hope.”

The men, including Boose, crack up in
laughter. “I think you're right,” Shailor says. “T'll
take your suggestion one step further. Caesar
sees Brutus as the only one who didn't attack
him, so it’s clearly a walk, not a death stumble.
The audience needs to get that.”

Boose gets it—and he steps, not stumbles
toward Williams, who then stabs him with a
foam-covered plastic pipe, a prop used in place
of a fake swords.

“These guys do amazing work,” Hedderman
says. “I see stuff here that [ would put far above
what I see often on a professional stage.”

ACT FOUR

Final rehearsals,
furst performance

Throughout the course of the year, some cast
members fall away. Len Robinson, Kirk Hender-
shot, and Timothy Henk all drop out for various
reasons, and Shailor fills the gaps by picking up
some of the minor roles himself.

But it’s tougher when, just weeks before
the curtain call, Thomas is raken out of the
Shakespeare Project and enrolled in pre-release
programming. It's necessary training before his
mandatory release date. “Losing Danny just
hurts,” Shailor says.

Although Shailor tries other inmates in the



role of Cassius, none can quite fill his shoes. So,

with only 10 days until the first performance,

Shailor recruits former Muddy Flower member
David Dejanovich to fill some minor roles, and

Shailor himself memorizes Cassius’ lines.
On the drive to the first performance,

Shailor asks his brother, Christopher Shailor, to
go over his lines with him. Once at the prison,

Shailor sits with the men in a classroom that

serves as a backstage prep area. The men, who
have exchanged prison greens for Army fatigues

and pinstripe suits, joke with each other and

seem relaxed. Just before they are introduced,

Shailor reminds them repeatedly: “Project.
Project your voices.”

Shailor steps seamlessly into the production.

No lines are flubbed, and the audience laughs

_ or reacts in horror at the right moments. When
Boose utters the line “I spur thee like a cur,” it's

delivered with perfect diction and disdain.
Williams and Shailor egg each other on
as Brutus and Cassius, but it is Taylor, as an

earnest, honest Antony, who steals scene after

scene. Even those playing minor characters
leave an impression. Gary Russell, who plays
Cinna the Poet and who, in his off-stage life,
was convicted of second degree murder of his
wife, elicits gasps as his character is attacked
and presumed murdered by an angry mob.
After the last hands are clapped and the
last bow is taken, the men pose for pictures
with family members who came to see the

v
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performance. In a post-show talk-back, the
men express gratitude to family and friends
who supported them, and describe what the
play has meant to them. “The experience for
me has been quite profound,” Taylor says. ‘] am
honored to be a part of the process.”

Cedric Lacy, who plays Decius and was
convicted of cocaine possession, says that the
experience showed him “a world of different life
out there.” He adds, “I want to thank my mom
and my lictle sister. My favorite line is when
Caesar says he is as constant as the northern
star. When you are trying to achieve a goal, just
stay constant.”

Ultimately, Shailor hopes the men stay con-
stant, but he never quite knows who will. Once
they leave prison—and the program—there’s no
way.to know who he'll see or hear from again.
Occasionally, a released inmate will contact
him. Once, the wife of an inmate from his first
year wrote him a letter. “She told me, ‘He still
talks about the program, he’s a much better
husband, and he listens to us better,” Shailor
recalls. “That letter means everything”

ACT FIVE

Epilogue

The last performance isn't the final meeting.

The group gathers a few more times to wrap up

the project and decide on next year's play.
Cymbeline is chosen over MacBeth, and the

men are already lobbying for their roles.
Although Shailor is planning to return
to the Shakespeare Project for 2008-2009, he
knows he cannot be the sole director. He won't
be able to teach at the university, be a father
and husband, and direct the program two nights
a week. He has proposed that he still direct the
program, but that his assistant directors take
over some of the week-to-week practices.
While waiting for a decision, Shailor
reflects, “Just that we did it at all surprises me.
Every year has its surprises, but just that the
program happened at all still surprises me.”
Not quite two months later, Shailor and
his wife, Catherine, have a healthy baby boy
named Isaac. Just weeks after that, word comes
down from the warden: he has rejected Shailor’s
proposal. There will be no Cymbeline next year.
The warden says his decision is final. But
Shailor wants to keep the idea alive—can he
work around the concerns? Structure it differ-
ently? Make a counter-proposal! Scale back to a
bare-bones program? Still, the answer is no.
By late July, Shailor is taking the long view.
Whether in Racine or elsewhere, he says, he
is commited to bringing theater into prisons.
“If you have the will and imagination, you can
make amazing things happen.” wr

Milwaukee-based writer Jeanette Hurt is a former
police reporter. She is a frequent contributor to
Wisconsin Trails.

The full cast of Julius Cuésar receives a s?unding .

Svation af he end of the public performance.
[
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